900                               LAW AND POLICE

I3771 it was enacted that a period of three years must elapse
before re-election could take place. It is not surprising to find
that in the seventeenth century his duties were usually executed
by deputies, who, although by Statutes of Edward IIP and
Henry VI3 they were to be appointed annually, were free to
be appointed more than once. But the office retained some im-
portance. It was compulsory and unpaid, and therefore could
be used, as Wentworth and his friends found in 1628, as a means
of suppressing political opponents of the King. Moreover, in
the seventeenth century it might, in vigorous hands, still be an
important instrument of government and for teaching its holders
the real conditions. For the sheriff was the official who enforced
the orders of the central courts, whence come his present duties
as returning officer at county elections, and his duties as the
executive of the courts in the county were constantly increased.4
Thus it was enacted by Parliament5 that he should appoint
deputies to attend the courts of Common Law and receive their
instructions. This duty, of carrying out the orders of the Com-
mon Law courts, and of attending on judges on circuit and pro-
viding for their lodging, became by the time of Fortescue6 his
principal function, and to this day he retains these duties,
although the enforcement of writs7 is performed by deputy; more-
over, until the nineteenth century he was responsible for the
prisons, which were, however, usually neglected.8 The last
survival of this is his responsibility for those condemned to death.
In general therefore during our period the sheriff was nomin-
ally the chief executive officer of the law and police in his
county, but shorn of most of his ancient powers and exercising

1  i Rich. II, c. 11,re-enacted 50 & 51 Viet. c. 55, ss. 3-6.

2  42 Edw. Ill, c. 9.                                                        3 23 Hen. VI, c. 8.

4  For the present duties and tasks of sheriffs and their courts in detail see Mathew
on Sheriff and Execution Law, ed. G. R. Wigan, 1935.

5  13 Edw. I, st i, c. 39; 2 Edw. Ill, c. 5; 23 Hen. VI, c. 9, ss. to; 29 Eliz. c, 4;
3Geo.I,c. 15.

*  De Laudibus, c. 24.

7 Except those of new County Courts, whose orders are enforced by the high
bailiff.   50 & 51 Viet, c. 55,35.10,11,14-16.

*  For early legislation on these prisons, see 3 Edw. 1, c. 15; 14 Edw. Ill, st. i,
c. 10; 19 Hen. VII, c. 10..